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Abstract 
The purpose of the present research is to bring together the evidence on transfer in adult L2 and L3 language acquisition and 
investigate the use and the relationship between languages in contact. The role of linguistic transfer (Odlin, 1989) i.e. the 
imposition of previously learned patterns onto a new learning situation, has a facilitation or inhibition effect on the learner’s 
progress in mastering a new language (L2 or L3). Our findings reveal that the cross-linguistic influence occurs both from the 
direction of the L2 to the L3 and from the L3 to the L2 (Odlin, 2003; Jarvis and Pavlenko, 2008). In the case of our 
participants, in the acquisition of L2 as the foreign language, the L3 is the language that they have more contact with its 
influence is higher than the interferences of their own mother tongues (Devís, 2013). Such a result has important 
consequences for language teaching; primarily because it informs us about the methods to be used with adult students. Finally, 
this study and others studies show that transfer can be used as an effective learning strategy in multiple language learning. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
In multilingual settings students from dozens of ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic backgrounds learn and 
use a second and third language especially in the case of immigrant population and speakers of minority 
languages. Some L2/L3 learners (‘L3’ referring to any non-native language acquired after one L2) are active 
bilinguals who use other two languages in everyday life, while others live in a monolingual context and use their 
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second language, in this case a foreign language, only occasionally (Cenoz & Gorter, 2011).   
In the educational context, school as a complex system must promote the goal that every European knows two 
other languages in addition to his/her own language (Breidbach, 2003; Gogolin, 2002) and contributes to the 
construction and negotiation of multidimensional and dynamic identities within different contexts (Kanno, 2003). 
Multilingual identities are not to be regarded as odd or as an isolated barrier in education seen as an identity 
formation process, but as an attempt to integrate the personal multicultural and multilingual background of the 
students into the school curriculum. As Cummins pointed out, the individual’s linguistic and cultural knowledge 
enhances through the contact with many different languages in order to understand the way language works and 
the function of languages in society (Cummins, 2000a, 2000b). 
At present, the increasing arrival of immigrant students in Europe, especially in Spain has obviously 
transformed all schools. This is the situation all over Spain, but it acquires special relevance in the case of 
Valencia where the immigrant students are in a context where the language of teaching (Valencian), alongside 
Spanish is extensively used in education and also different from student’s native language (L1). Therefore, in this 
immersion context they must acquire new languages (L2 and L3) and faced with learning difficulties. The 
students come to Spain with incredibly heterogeneous experiences -- some bring solid academic backgrounds, 
while others have a history with limited or interrupted schooling. In addition, in bilingual contexts, schooling for 
immigrant students is complicated by the social, cultural, and emotional adjustment of recent immigrants (López, 
2003; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco & Todorova, 2008; Valenzuela, 
1999). 
Accessing the prior linguistic knowledge in a specific language can therefore activate further languages one 
knows by using certain skills and strategies for the acquisition of the L3. An important factor is the multiplicity of 
possible interactions between the linguistic systems in the multilingual learner’s mind (Cenoz, Hufeisen & 
Jessner, 2001; Hammarberg & Williams, 2009). Until recently, transfer and interference researches have 
concentrated on the influence of people’s native language (L1) on their L2 language performance (Gass, 1996; 
Odlin, 2003; Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008). With the increasing number of people who speak more than two 
languages, the researchers confirmed the special status of the L2 and L3 and found differences in the dynamic 
interaction of both L1 and L2 with L3 (Jessner, 2008). 
Despite being a new field a research, certain areas of language in the third language acquisition (TLA) have 
already been investigated. This is the case mainly of lexis (Cenoz, 2001; De Angelis & Selinker, 2001; Dewaele, 
1998; Hammarberg, 2001; Ringbom, 2001; Tremblay, 2006) and syntax (Bardel & Falk, 2007; Leung, 2006, 
2009). 
The aim of the present research is to contribute to TLA literature by how multilingual adults work in the 
acquisition process on two new target languages (TL). In particular, it reports on a study of adults speakers 
exposed to the L2 (Catalan) language and L3 (Spanish) in the bilingual context of Valencia and on other study 
developed in Slovakia. 
When examining the data of how our participants processed their input, we observed that they used aspects of 
their prior linguistic knowledge to produce the new languages. The results provide evidence for the important role 
played by not only the learner’s first language (L1) but also their other known languages. This article highlights 
the importance of knowledge of languages other than one’s native language, a new approach to understanding the 




2.1. Language learning methodology. Linguistic theories and language teaching  
 
When approaching the elements that influence the linguistic and communicative education, one must take into 
account the various disciplines related to the study of the language. Currently, language teaching is not solely 
based, epistemologically, on the study of the structures that compose the language. The new methodological 
approaches have incorporated disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, psychology or a pragmatic 
perspective. 
Ultimately, the new methodological change will involve, as we shall see, that the goal of language teaching be 
to acquire communicative competency and not only grammar or linguistic competency. The new linguistic 
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approaches did not always have some direct methodological consequences, among other reasons, because the 
relationship between the linguistic theories and the didactics is hampered by old issues, such as terminological 
complexity (which is even contradictory at times) or the recent tendency to underestimate the importance of 
meta-linguistic reflections during class hours, especially for some areas that define themselves as 
“communicative” simply because they have rejected grammar reflection. 
Consequently, in some cases people have gone from formerly identifying Grammar teaching with Language 
teaching, to a position which many support. The position of those who totally separate between Grammar 
learning and Language learning; we will say more about this dynamic (Language knowledge/Grammar 
knowledge) later on. Considering all that, before going any further with the study of the relationship between 
grammatical models and language teaching, we ought to sum up this (not always cordial) connection (Cuenca, 
1994), as follows: 
x A first stage, where there wasn’t any direct relationship between the two, even though both the grammar 
studies and the study of the teaching methods had the same source of inspiration, one that was based on the 
cultivated variety of the language and was norm oriented (normative grammar). This first phase is concerned 
with traditional grammar and linguistics and, in the area of language teaching, focuses on the grammar – 
translation method. 
x The second stage marks an important historical event: the Second World War. Linguistics, and mainly the 
American Structuralism, is rather directly applied to language teaching, whose objective was, in the 
beginning, to train the American soldiers who went away to fight. The audio lingual method and other 
approaches based on structural methodology prevail during the ‘50s and ‘60s. It is the age of Applied 
Linguistics. 
x Starting with the ‘70s, Language teaching changes radically. At the same time, the Generative grammar 
becomes the leading paradigm in Linguistics, and there is a growing gap between theoreticians and scholars 
specialised in didactics. 
However, it is during these years that something new happens in some environments: the direct impact of 
grammatical models is noticeable. Generative grammar has had an important role when it comes to Language 
teaching; an effect which is easier to detect and more direct when it comes to the L1 (first language), which is 
known as cognitive approach. Generative grammar would successfully accomplish its goal of questioning the 
structural language teaching methods and would decisively defend the process of learning explicitly and in a 
grammatical manner. 
x The fourth stage, comprised between the ‘80s and the present moment, is characterised by the renewed 
dialogue between linguists and specialists in didactics. The emerging textual and pragmatic linguistic models 
are accompanied by claims of a linguistic education based on the communicative and functional approach. 
These are totalizing methods that affect the student’s ability to express himself. Even though language 
teaching utilises information provided by the grammatical models, mainly from the research that involves the 
study of texts, it also incorporates the progress regarding language acquisition. At the same time, specific 
aspects of the teaching practice are developed. 
2.2. Grammatical models and language teaching 
Further on, we will focus on the grammatical models most important in the classroom during the last couple of 
years. The models that have influenced: indirectly – there have been extracted contributions that are valid for 
language teaching, but without counting on any elaborated method; – or directly – language teaching methods 
have been elaborated. These models are: traditional grammar, structural grammar, generative grammar and 
textual linguistics. 
Moreover, even though they have some elements in common, these four methods suggest four types of 
grammar teaching: the grammar translation, audio lingual, the cognitive approach and the communicative 
approach, which are all summarized in the Table 1: 
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Theory Psycholinguistic Theory Type of Grammar Teaching 
Grammar-
translation 




- Central grammar study 
- Objective of the method: to translate as accurately as possible; 
- Study focus: orthography, the lexicon and morphology (on a 
secondary basis, syntax) 
- Spelling and word grammar. 




- Central grammar study 
- Objective of the method: to acquire the sounds, paradigms and 
structures of the language (also known as system). 
- Study focus: phonetics, morphology, syntax. 
- Paradigmatic and syntagmatic grammar. 
Cognitive 
approach 




- Central grammar study 
- Objective of the method: to acquire the inner grammar of a native 
speaker. 
- Study focus: syntax, phonetics, morphology, and semantics. 











- Secondary grammar study 
- Objective of the method: to acquire communicative competency. 
- Study focus: Text/ discourse 
- Text/discourse grammar. 
 
2.3. Methods in language teaching   
 
The difficult relationship between linguistics and didactics has been mentioned before; nevertheless, we must 
admit that the two disciplines do not have the same main focus, given the fact that the objective of a teacher isn’t 
linguistic research, but for learners to achieve linguistic and communicative competency. This meant that not all 
linguistic theories have developed language teaching methods, as stated previously. Indeed, only structural 
linguistics (with its audio lingual method) and text linguistics (with the notional-functional method – initially – 
and methods based on the communicative approach, afterwards) have developed and consolidated teaching 
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methods (Finnochiaro & Brumfit, 1983, 91-93) - Table 2: 
 
Table 2. Characteristics of audio lingual and functional-notional methods 
Audio lingual method Functional-notional method 
1. Focuses on structure and shape more than on the signified 1. The signified is the most important factor 
2. Involves memorizing dialogues based on structures 2. If dialogues are used, the focus is on the communicative 
functions, and they do not tend to be memorized 
3. Linguistic elements are not necessarily contextualized 3. Contextualization is a fundamental principle 
4. Learning the language is learning structures, sounds or words 4. Learning a language is learning to communicate 
5. The goal is language mastery or the so-called “overlearning” 5. The goal is to effectively communicate 
6. The main strategy is the use of structural exercises 6. Structural exercises may be used, but only as a secondary option 
7. The goal is to have the pronunciation of a native speaker 7. Focuses towards an easily understandable pronunciation 
8. Grammar explanations are avoided 8. Whatever approach may help the student is acceptable – they 
vary according to age, interests, etc. 
9. Communicative activities only come after a long process of 
rigid, mechanical exercises 
9. Any attempt to communicate should be encouraged from the very 
beginning 
10. The use of the mother tongue is forbidden among students 10. Using the mother tongue wisely is acceptable, when possible 
11. Translation is forbidden during the initial phases 11. Translation can be used whenever students need it or benefit 
from it 
12. Reading and writing are postponed until speaking is mastered 12. If wanted, reading and writing can begin from day one 
13. From the beginning, the system of the language is learned 
through explicitly teaching its structures 
13. The system of the language is better mastered through 
constantly striving to communicate 
14. The desired goal is linguistic competency 14. The desired goal is communicative competency (in other words, 
the ability to effectively and appropriately use the linguistic system) 
15. Language variety is recognised, but not emphasized 15. Linguistic variety is a fundamental concept in the materials and 
the methodology 
16. Unity segmentation is determined solely by criteria 
concerning linguistic complexity 
16. Segmentation is determined by any criteria concerning the 
contents, the function or the signified which holds the interest 
17. The teacher controls the students and avoids anything they 
might do that would cause a conflict with the theory 
17. Teachers help students by any possible means and they motivate 
them to get closer to the language 
18. “Language is habit” thus, errors must be avoided by any 
means 
18. Language is created by the individual, often by a trial and error 
method 
19. The main objective is precision, in terms of formal correctness 19. The main objective is fluidity and acceptability of language; 
precision isn’t important in its abstract form, but in context 
20. It is expected that students interact with the linguistic system 
embedded in machines and controlled materials 
20. It is expected that students interact with people, either directly, 
through working in pairs or groups, or in their writings 
21. The teacher is expected to specify what type of language the 
students must use 
21. The teacher cannot predict the type of language that students 
would use 
22. The inherent motivation will come from taking interest in the 
structure of the language.
22. The inherent motivation will come from the interest in what is 
being transmitted through the language.
   
We believe that this table is a good sample of the functional-notional method and, generally speaking, of what 
the communicative approach represents. We can equally notice that this method does not imply, broadly 
speaking, a negation of the audio lingual one, but an extension of it. Nonetheless, if we focus on the 
communicative approach, and revise some of the bibliographical references discussed in recent years, we may 
discover that this term, perhaps because of its excessive use, has been devalued in many cases. On the one hand, 
sometimes it was used when referring to any strategy based on the use of language. On the other hand, 
communicative approach often meant a disregard towards a grammar reflection; in some cases, it was also used 
as a synonym for modernism. Perhaps one of the most successful definitions, in terms of clarity, is that of Costa 
(1994: 88): “The communicative approach is a didactic proposition or theory that applies to language learning, a 
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theory which bases its actions on the fact that learning a language means being able to master its use in any and 
all circumstances”. 
3. The studies 
To offer a sample of the explained methodology, we propose a summary of two studies referring to the 
linguistic interferences that occur while learning a foreign language.  
The first study (Devís, 2013) was conducted in the province of Valencia, namely involving students of 
Valencia and Vallada. The students were from different countries as Bulgaria, China, England, Switzerland and 
Ukraine. We did not include in the sample the students from Latin American countries because they have Spanish 
as L1 and it wasn’t relevant for our study. Biographical data on the participants of the study were collected by 
means of a questionnaire intended to identify the native and dominant language(s) of the learners, their previous 
knowledge of other non-native languages, and their approximate proficiency levels in Catalan and Spanish 
languages.    
In order to analyse the proficiency level of the students in Catalan we administered a linguistic test elaborated 
by experts corresponding to level A2 of European Framework of Reference. The results revealed that the 
linguistic interferences in foreign language learning come from the foreign languages previously studied, and not 
that much from the L1.  
The second study (Devís, Delgadova & Albiach, 2013) was conducted in Slovakia with students from 
Alexander Dubþek University of Trenþin, students who were studying Spanish as their L2 or L3. This study 
helped validate the previous one, given that (with a comparable sample) Spanish wasn’t the first foreign language 
they had learned. The results show that Slovakian students who learned Spanish also had a more significant 
interference of the previously learned foreign languages (when studying Spanish) than that of their native 
language (L1). 
4.  Discussion 
As we demonstrated in our studies, at the beginning of the acquisition of Catalan or Spanish as a new foreign 
language in Valencia (Spain) and in Slovakia, adult learners make use of the foreign languages previously studied 
other than one’s native language. 
Regarding the methodology, we propose an eclectic teacher, one that is able to adapt, whatever the 
circumstances of the teaching-learning process. Thereby, we must consider that: 
x It is important to know the composition of our group (class) in order to be able to determine the relationship 
between L1 and L2; in other words, which one is the mother tongue and to what degree does the student know 
the second language (L2). 
x We have to discover what the student’s attitudes and values are what linguistic prejudices they have and the 
ones that exist in their environment, since, sooner or later, students can end up assuming them as their own.  
x We must emphasize the fact that prejudice is more likely to be transmitted in the typical environment of a 
family. For this reason, we must do our best to extend the effort and the responsibility towards the parents. 
x We must take into account the model of language we are using, since choosing the model conveys implicit 
attitude-related elements. It is obvious that school must teach the standard, general norm, but it must favour 
the model closest to the child’s language.  
To sum it up, as Cuenca & Todolí (1994:109) point out: “Good language teaching should not only ensure 
progress in what concerns the linguistic and communicative aspects, it should also influence and reinforce 
positive attitudes, while neutralizing negative ones. This is why contemplating the attitudinal component and the 
explicit and implicit influence of these aspects within the L2 class should occupy an important place, one that is 
only marginally and intuitively recognised”. 
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